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Aubrey	Tigan,	Honest Man Riji 
Djaridjin,	Dampier	Peninsula,	Western	Australia
Photograph,	Michal	Kluvanek;	 courtesy	Short	Street	Gallery,	Broome
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Nearly all pearlers employed aboriginal divers, 
for whereas those that engaged Malays were 
responsible for wages, baksheesh to an Island Sultan, 
and repatriation, native labour was free, too free. 
A bag of flour and a stick of tobacco bought a human 
life. The recruiters were paid £5 a head by the pearlers, 
and they made good profit.
In little ketches they travelled the coast, following 
the camp-smokes for a thousand miles, there on the 
beaches in the firelight, buying the young men from 
the old. From hundreds of miles inland the blacks were 
brought, men who had never seen the sea and were 
now to live and die in it. A dark sentence in history tells 
that when they refused to come voluntarily they were 
lassoed from horseback, and dragged.11   
The conditions aboard the ketches were intolerable: 
All day in the dazzle of sun and sea they worked, slaves 
to the eternal vanity of woman. Fatalities were many. 
Swept along by a swift tide underneath, quite frequently 
a diver would be caught on coral cups and disem-
bowelled, or bitten in halves by a shark as he swam 
for the dingy, or tangled in the weeds, or blotted out of 
existence by a blanket ray below there. Sometimes he 
would miscalculate the power of his lungs, his straining, 
bursting lungs, and, within a foot of the surface, a 
horrible gush of bubbles, a rolling of white eyes, and 
a black shadow of his body would go drifting gently 







Broome, a lonely cable station in the sand-hills, 
became an Eldorado in mother-of-pearl. A Japanese 
town sprang up there, with a population of 4,000, 
a kaleidoscope of silk kimonos, with Cingalese jewellers, 
Malay sail-makers and Manila carpenters, adventurers 
from all parts of the globe. The diving suit was 
introduced. The schooners lay forgotten in the 
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